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The Commoner

Initiative and Referendum Greatest
of Governmental Reforms

s idea of representative government is an
,|d1 l:me, the natural outgrowth of an enlarged
Jemocracy; but the line that separates the man
w0 I8 at heart an aristocrat from the man who
is at heart a democrat—a line that runs
through soclety everywhere and always — sepa-
rates the advocates of representative govern-
ment into two classes.

Those who belong to the aristocratic class
regard the masses as really incapable of self-
government, except to the extent of selecting
guperior men to do thelr thinking for them.

Those who are at heart democratic believe
that the people not only have the right to
govern themselves, but have capacity for self-
government as well, and, therafore, regard the
representative not as an unalloyed good, but as
a nccessary evil, The democrat belleves there
{s more virtue in the people than finds expres-
sion in their representatives; they would, if {t
were possible, have all questiong decided by the
people themselves, This being Impossible, the
representative is, according to the democratic
views, chosen, not to think for the people, but
to act for them and to carry out the wishes of
the people.

VAST DEAL OF DIFFERENCE

It makes a great deal of difference, not only
to the publie, but to the representative himsels,
which theory prevails — the aristocratic or the
democratic. If the aristocratic theory is the one
adopted, the wishes of the people are disre-
garded and their opinions despised.

The representative who holds the aristocratie
view prides himgelf on being above the “clamor
of the multitude" and i8 quite free with the use
of the word demagogue. .

He will tell you that he follows his conscience
and Is not willing to vote contrary to his con-
sclence, no matter what his constituonts think
or demand — forgetting that his constituents
have consciences also and have chosen him to
give expression to their consclences and not
merely to his own. % "

[t may be remarked in passing that the con-
sclence of the aristocrat usially hibernates dur-
ing the campaign and only becomes active after
his election is made sure, and then only when
some predatory interest is seeking a special
privilege to which the masses object.

The democrat—1 use the word, of course,
not in a partisan sense, but in the broader sense
in which it has been used for more than two
thousand years to describe the believer in pop-
ular government — is fully as conscientious as
the aristocrat, but, believiny that he is merely
the trustee of others — the servant of sovereign
beople — he considers it hig duty to give expres-
slon to the wishes of his constituents or resign
and allow some one to speak for them who can
tonscientiously do so.

In other words, the democrat, instead of mis-
representing the people — as the aristocrat is
proud to do — feels that he has no moral right
'0 embezzle power and turn to his own advan-
lage an offielal authority with which he had
been entrusted by the people.

DEMOCRATIC IDEA GROWING

The democratic idea of representative govern-
ment has been growing all over the world, and
lowhere more than here. A few illustrations
will suftice to establish this fact.

m’- The members of the Blectorat College
g I the beginning, chosen with a view to
wl “bendent action. The theory was that they
mou}ld be better able than the voters at large
digue Bh the relative merits of the various can-
man oo B4 choose wisely between them. One
State m""’,“ selected the President of the United
Hf.uts when the election was thrown ipto the
('l:u-’e °f Representatives. That man was Henry
and oy olce was between John Quincy Adams
The peol oW Jackson, the twe leading candidates.
(lisii};p.. 101"9 preferred Jackson, but Henry Clay
Weighiy (M Breat democrat and used his
Jacks.. 'Mfnence in congréss to. turn against
"f’hichou| Yotes of representatives from states
ele“tir}nla(l supported Jackson in the popular

il o Adams thus secured (he presidency.

the issue thus drawn was finally decided

in favor of democracy, as 1¢ has always been
in this country, and Andrew Jackson was elected
by the people not for one term but for two, after
Adams's single term. A presidential elector is
now chosen because he favors a certain candl-
date, and he would not dare to betray hls trust
;!tter election by voting for the opposite candi-
ate.

In the beginning of our political history the
partles did not adopt platforms, but now for
nearly 100 years each pariy has committed its
candidate to a declaration of principles, and
these declarations are becoming more and more
specific. The late Colonel Roosevelt made a tel-
ling indictment agalnst what he called “weasel
words"— words put into a platform to suck the
meaning out of adjoining words.

A party platform cannot be justified on the
aristocratic theory of representative govern-
ment, because party declarations would sorely
hamper an official who deemed it his duty to
think for his people; they are welcome only to
those who are democratic enough to desire to
think with the people.

ANOTHER MILESTONE

3. The substitution of popular election of
senators for election by legislatures i= another
milestone in the march toward more democratic
methods. For 103 years after the adoption of
our constitution the people tolerated the in-
direct method of electing senators without a
protest that rose to the dignity of a congres-
slonal resolution, but in 1892 the national
house of representatives cast a two-thirds vote
in favor of the submission of an amendment
providing for the direct election of United States
senators. \ .

It took twenty-one years from that time to
secure the reform, the amendment being adopted
in 1913. The resclution proposing the amend-
ment passed the house six times before it passed
the senate once, the reason being that the senate
contalned so many members who knew that they
could not be elected by direct vote, and were,
therefore, personally opposed to the change,

And, it may be added, that these senators had
made the senate the bulwark of predatory
wealth, and for nearly a generation had ob-
structed remedial legislation. The populsr elec.
tion of senators was the gateway to other re-
forms, and the senate, now as democratic ag the
house, has, since 1913, made a wonderful rec-
ord as the chanpion of reform,

4. The substitution of the primary for the
boss-controlled convention is another step In
advance. The voter i8 made secure in his right
to control party nominations and to determine
party declarations.

5. Popular government won another victory
when the appointment of the committees of the
house of representatives was taken out of the
hands of the speaker and deposited with a com-
mittee chosen by the party In congress and re-

sponsible to the party.
6. A still further advance was made when

the senate reformed ite rules so as to permit
debate to be closed by a two-thirds vote. And
it has another advance to make before its rules
will harmonize with our theory of government
- namely, the recognition of the right of a
majority to force a vote after a reasonable op-

portunity for discussion.

PUBLIC THOUGHT IRRESICTIBLE 1

ove ars illuc.rations of the irresistible
tre'ﬁ;eo‘;bpubllc thought toward more and more
popular methods of government, but none of
these compare in importance with the reforms
known as the initiative and reférendum. They
are, in fact, two reforms, but are so often united
in one demand that they are sometimeg treated
as if they constituted a single reform. I ?hall
treat them as two, because they are ent ralg
distinct one from the other and one Is muc
more important than the other,

EXPLANATION OF INITIATIVE

nitiative is a term used to describe a
gofe?r?mimntal process by means of :’vhlcitx a:ncer;
tain percentage of the people can, yt; gn“r t;:"
petition, bring a proposition before a vo i
of a given governmental unit and secure’a v 'y
upon It. When the proposition rece vei-s 2
majority of the votes cast it has the same leg
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force that it would have 1f nwui by & 1
latlve body. The initistive can be applied
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municipality, in & county, fn & state or In the

nation, and it can be used to secure m;

tional changes as well as statutes or ordinanves.
The idea is not & new one. It has

empleyed in such matters as the

county seats. It is the usubkl method of :

& vote on a county seat proposition, but ita aps

plication to legislation and to constitutions is
modern,
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where it has rendered signal service In safe-

guarding the principles of popular government.

The referendum Is a term which describes the

process by which a given percentage of the
voters can, by petition, secure a popular vols
on an ordinance or statute before such measure
goes Into effect, a negative vote nullifying the
proposed ordinance or statute, The referendum
is better understood than the initiative. It has
long been employed in the adoption of consti-
tutional amendments.

Our federal constitution provides that amend.
ments shall be submitted to the states for rati-
fication, and nearly all of our state constitutions
provide that amendments to such constitutions
shall be submitted to the voters for ratification.
For a considerable period It has been customary
to require a referendum on bond {ssues, and
more recently city ordinances have been made
subject to referendum, and the roferendum,
thus used, has often saved the public from in-
Justice at the hands of city counecils corrupted
by franchise-seeking corporations.

INITIATIVE MORE IMPORTANT

Of the two, the initiative Is the more im«
portant, because It can do all the referondum
can do and, besides this, can do what the re-
ferendum cannot do, namely, initiate legislation.
The referendum cannot be Invoked until after a
legislative body has acted, and therefore it fs
powerless to compel reforms. The referendum
can be used to protect the public from bad

laws, but it cannot coerce the legislature into

the enactment of good laws.

The initiative, on the other hand, enables the
people to pass over the heads of legislators and
secure what they want in spite of leglslative
fnaction or opposition, and, as It can repeal, as
well as enact, it has all the force and effect of
a referendum, but moves more slowly. That ls,
& referendum can prevent a law golng iute
effect, while the initiative can repeal it after
it goes into effect,

I have merely stated the principles. It is not
worth while to deal at length with the detalls,
&s they can safely be left to be decided by those
who believe in the principles, The friends of
these reforms incline to a small percentage re-
quirement for the petitions, while the opponents
usually endeavor to make the percentage as high
as possible,

If, for instance, the advocates of the initiative
and referendum want these processes invoked
upon the petition of 10 per cent of the real
voters, the opponents are likely to Inwist upon
20 or 30 or even 50 per cent. The final decision
will be determined by the value which the de-
ciding body places upon the reform and its con-
fidence in the Intelligence and patriotism of the
people, :
ONE DETAIL OF IMPORTANCE

There iz one detail that Is of very great Im-
portance, namely, the vote required for the
adoption of the proposition submitted. The
friends of the Initlative and referendum insist
upon the right of the m’orlty voting on the
proposition, The opponents of these reforms al-
ways demand that the  affirmative 'vote shall
constitute a majority, not of the votes cast on
the proposition, but of all the votes ®Past at the
election. The reason for this demand is obvious.

A great many voters fail to vote on all pro
sitions submitted or even all the candil

This is especially true when the ballot s long. &

It'Is not unusual for 10 or 15 per cent, or even
more, of the voters to fail to vote on the whole

ticket, and even a larger per cent may fail to -_
vole on geparate propositions. It is obvio. sly un.
fair for the negative to have the benefit of votes

uot cast on the proposition. '
To illustrate. If the total vote cast at an

election is 200,000, the candidates for governor

may altogether receive 190,000 and the candidates

at the bottom of the ticket a total of 170,000, and
150,000 may vote on a constitutional amendment

-

We borrowed it from Switzeriand,
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or & statute submitted by petition  under the
initiative. The vote on the amendment may be 8

76,000 for and 74,000 against, a

(Continued on page 10.) -
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